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country there were the three classes of landlords, farmers, and
labourers. The smaller landlords were country gentry; the larger
landlords formed the aristocracy. Political power, ever since the
Revolution of 1688, had been almost wholly concentrated in the
aristocracy, which, by means of the system of rotten boroughs,
controlled the House of Commons as well as the House of Lords.
Since about 1760, the aristocracy, by a shameless use of the
power of Parliament, had considerably lowered the standard of
life among wage-earners. It had also impeded the progress of the
middle-class manufacturers, partly from ignorance, partly from
jealousy of new power, partly from a desire for high rents. But
most of this had been done in a semi-conscious, almost som-
nambulistic fashion, for the legislators of those days did not take
their duties very seriously. With the beginning of our period,
however, a new strenuousness comes into vogue, and the easy-
going eighteenth-century spirit gradually gives way to the
earnestness and virtue of the Victorians.